
Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #11

“One Brief Shining Moment”

Acts 6:8-7:60

Astronomy is fascinating to me, although I do not pretend to be an expert on the subject. I remember as a child staying at my grandparents’ home in West Virginia, lying on the grass on a summer night looking up at the stars. The country sky was so clear, it seemed that there were more stars there than back home in Ohio! And every once in a while I would see something unusual, like a “shooting star” or meteor in the darkness. 

Chuck Swindoll observes,

Every once in a while I see a meteor flash across the sky. And when I do, I always think of Stephen. In the book of Acts, Stephen appears in a bright flash—suddenly he’s there, suddenly he’s gone.

Stephen only appears in two chapters of Acts, first as one of the seven chosen to deal with the distribution of necessities to widows, then as the first Christian martyr. We don’t know how old he was when he died, how long he ministered, or anything else about him for that matter. As Paul Maier writes, “We wish we knew more about this man of charisma and wisdom than his brief, meteoric appearance early in the Acts account.”

This morning I would like to consider the “one brief, shining moment” that Stephen holds in the history of the early church, and what we can learn from his life.

Stephen Stood against the False Accusations

Our text this morning begins in Acts 6:8, where we see Stephen emerge on his own:

Now Stephen, a man full of God’s grace and power, did great wonders and miraculous signs among the people. Opposition arose, however, from members of the Synagogue of the Freedmen (as it was called)—Jews of Cyrene and Alexandria as well as the provinces of Cilicia and Asia. These men began to argue with Stephen, but they could not stand up against his wisdom or the Spirit by whom he spoke.

We don’t know a lot about Stephen—nothing is said of his background or heritage. But we do know about his character. He was “full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom” in order to be chosen as one of the seven, and he is described as “full of God’s grace and power” here. In other words, Stephen took his faith seriously, and he yielded to the Holy Spirit’s control. That’s what it means to be “full” in this way.

Like the apostles, Stephen’s ministry was validated by supernatural signs and wonders. He seemed to have made quite an impact on the people there, but he also met opposition. Luke identifies the opponents as “members of the Synagogue of the Freedmen.” 
Synagogues, much like local churches today, were numerous in and around Jerusalem. According to the Jerusalem Talmud, 480 synagogues existed in and around the city. Of course, that number could be exaggerated.
 But at any rate, there were many.

This specific synagogue was called “the Synagogue of the Freedmen.” Who were they? The “freedmen” come from the term libertinoi, a Greek transliteration of a Latin word. They were freed slaves and their descendants.
 But who were the Jews from Cyrene, Alexandria, Cilicia and Asia? Cyrene was the chief city in Libya and north Africa, and one of its population groups was Jewish. Alexandria was the capital of Egypt and second in size only to Rome. Two out of five districts in Alexandria were Jewish. Cilicia was a Roman province in the southeast corner of Asia Minor adjoining Syria. Tarsus, the birthplace of Paul, was one of its principal towns. Asia was also a Roman province, located in the western part of Asia Minor. Ephesus was its capital.

Some think that these place names composed four distinct synagogues, with the freedmen making a fifth. But it is probably best to understand that Luke is referring to only one synagogue, as the original Greek word is in the singular.
 Some have suggested that Saul of Tarsus may himself have worshiped in this synagogue during his stay in Jerusalem (since he was from Cilicia), and that he may even have listened to Stephen’s preaching and entered into the disputes with him.

Synagogues not only held services for worship and teaching, but they also served as community centers where people met socially. This made them ideal locations to discuss theology. Stephen and the other believers regularly frequented synagogues, looking for opportunities to testify about Jesus the Messiah and His resurrection from the dead. Stephen quickly demonstrated a remarkable ability to debate, which infuriated these freedmen.
 Unable to argue against him, they decide on a different tactic:

Then they secretly persuaded some men to say, “We have heard Stephen speak words of blasphemy against Moses and against God.” So they stirred up the people and the elders and the teachers of the law. They seized Stephen and brought him before the Sanhedrin. They produced false witnesses, who testified, “This fellow never stops speaking against this holy place and against the law. For we have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place and change the customs Moses handed down to us.”
Stephen didn’t “argue religion.” He opened the Scriptures and explained how they pointed to Jesus and His work of redemption on the cross. His listeners hardened their hearts against him and against the truth he presented, and this led to his arrest and a trial before the religious leaders.

The Greek term rendered “secretly persuaded” appears only here in the New Testament. The expression implies a coercion that occurs by way of money or favors. We might say, “They paid off a few guys to falsify their testimony.”
 The charge against Stephen were double barreled: “He never ceases to speak against 1) this holy place and 2) the law.”
 Specifically they charged Stephen with blasphemy, a term meaning “cursing,” “slandering,” or “treating someone with contempt.” Blasphemy is any manner of speech that disregards or disrespects the value of someone.
 It was a capital offense in Judaism.

The scene in the Sanhedrin was tense, as Luke probably writes from Paul’s own description. It reads like the story of the trial of Christ.
 He describes the reaction of Stephen in verse 15: “All who were sitting in the Sanhedrin looked intently at Stephen, and they saw that his face was like the face of an angel.” We have no way of knowing what this means. The phrase may describe something supernatural, like the glow Moses wore after his encounter with God. Or perhaps Luke meant that Stephen had a look of serene confidence. Regardless, Stephen didn’t show anxiety or guilt, what the religious leaders typically saw on the faces of indicted men.
 The courage of most men would have withered before the hostile power of the Sanhedrin. This, remember, was the same governmental body that condemned Jesus and convinced Rome to crucify him. Yet Stephen stood his ground rather than trying to save himself.

Stephen Sparkled in his Fluent Address 

Acts 7 records the speech of Stephen before the Sanhedrin. This is the longest in the book of Acts; it is as long as the three sermons of Paul in Acts put together.
 This was not in the nature of a defense seeking legal acquittal. It was rather an exposition of God’s dealing with Israel and clearly implied that the purpose of God was neither national nor ethnically exclusive, but universal.
 It is not my wish to examine this message in detail, but to point out that Stephen sparkled in his fluent address.

Imagine yourself standing before the most powerful and influential officials in your country’s government. Evidence has been presented that makes you appear guilty of a capital crime, for which the sentence of death will be carried out before sundown. These officials have the power to decide whether you live or die, and if you die, how quick or how painful your death will be. Your next words will determine what happens next. Do you feel the pressure of Stephen’s situation?

Stephen looked at his circumstances and, instead of feeling the pressure to save his own life, saw a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. For a few precious moments, he was given the undivided attention of the most powerful and influential men in Jerusalem. Rather than waste those critical moments pleading for his life or refuting the false testimonies of Christ’s enemies, he chose to say what Israel’s leaders needed to hear.

What Stephen did was to pick out four major ages of Israel’s history, dominated by four major characters. First he highlighted Abraham and the patriarchal age (7:1-8); then Joseph and the Egyptian exile (7:9-19); thirdly Moses, the Exodus and the wilderness wanderings (7:20-44); and lastly David and Solomon, and the establishment of the monarchy (7:45-50). The connecting feature of these four ages is that in none of them was God’s presence limited to any particular place. On the contrary, the God of the Old Testament was the living God, a God on the move and on the march, who was always calling his people out to fresh adventures, and always accompanying and directing them as they went.

Stephen also interpreted Israel’s past as a case history of disobedience to God and a continual rejection of his prophets. This set the stage for an abrupt climax in his address, recorded in verses 51-53, when he suddenly shifted to direct discourse:

“You stiff-necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears! You are just like your fathers: You always resist the Holy Spirit! Was there ever a prophet your fathers did not persecute? They even killed those who predicted the coming of the Righteous One. And now you have betrayed and murdered him—you who have received the law that was put into effect through angels but have not obeyed it.” 

Note Stephen’s switch from “our fathers” to “your fathers” in verse 51. At the mention of the Messiah, he no longer identified them as brothers. They killed their Messiah to preserve the temple, from which they derived their power. Stephen and the other believers, on the other hand, embraced Jesus as their Messiah and drew their power from the Holy Spirit, not a temporal building or a corrupt institution.
 Perhaps when Paul wrote the words of Romans 2:28-29 he was recalling this teaching of Stephen: “A man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely outward and physical. No, a man is a Jew if he is one inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the written code.”

Stephen Shone amid the Fatal Attack

At this point, there was no turning back. Luke records in verse 54, “When they heard this, they were furious and gnashed their teeth at him.” Stephen was successful in uniting the usual adversaries of the Sanhedrin. What he said about the temple had stirred the Sadducees; what he had said about the law aroused the Pharisees.
 

This did not affect Stephen, though. We read in verses 55-56,

But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. “Look,” he said, “I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.” 

Of course, this did not sit well with the Sanhedrin.

At this they covered their ears and, yelling at the top of their voices, they all rushed at him, dragged him out of the city and began to stone him. Meanwhile, the witnesses laid their clothes at the feet of a young man named Saul. 

They covered their ears, which was the sign that blasphemy was being uttered.
 Then, like a lynch mob, they dragged him outside the city and began stoning him. This was grossly illegal: Pontius Pilate alone had the authority to inflict capital punishment in Judea. But he had returned to his headquarters at Caesarea after the close of the Jewish Passover, and the Roman cohort of 600 soldiers, stationed in the nearby Tower Antonia, for some reason did not intervene. The mob action was doubtless a fait accompli before they could even take notice.

Stoning was the traditional form of execution in Israel, dating back to the time of Moses. It’s also a slow, agonizing form of death. Yet during his last moments, Stephen responded to his tormentors as Jesus did on the cross; he asked the Lord to receive his spirit, and he forgave his executioners.

While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” Then he fell on his knees and cried out, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” When he had said this, he fell asleep.
Stephen shone amid the fatal attack. There was no supernatural intervention, no miraculous escape from harm. What we learn here is that when danger rises up against righteousness, the Lord offers courage, not necessarily escape.
 He does not always take His children out of danger; sometimes He brings them through it. With flying colors.

Luke introduces Saul of Tarsus for the first time in verse 58. Some have thought that this marked Saul as being in charge of the execution.
 Whether this is technically true or not, we know that Stephen’s martyrdom supplemented the influence of his teaching. Not only did it deeply impress Saul of Tarsus, and contribute to his conversion that led to his becoming the apostle to the Gentiles, but it also brought a great persecution that led to the scattering of the disciples throughout Judea and Samaria, as we will see in Acts 8. The church was shocked, even stunned, by the martyrdom of Stephen and by the violent opposition which followed. But, with the benefit of hindsight, we can see how God’s providence used Stephen’s testimony, in word and deed, through life and death, to promote the church’s mission.
 His one brief shining moment still glows today.

Just before the Ascension Jesus had said, “You shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8). The word translated “witness” has given us our word “martyr.” The reason is simple: so many of the early Christian witnesses became martyrs. Stephen was the first martyr of the Church.
 As the early church’s first martyr, he became a hero of the faith. He led an exemplary life and died a champion of faith.

Stephen had so much to live for, and we wonder why God permitted him to be killed. But his prayer and the witness of his death accomplished more than most people’s lives.
 Throughout the centuries, many others have laid down their lives for the gospel, and through their sacrifice others have come to Christ. So be ready! We must always be prepared to respond with godliness to the ungodly, even when it means losing comfort, reputation, friends, family, freedom, or even our very lives!

Are we willing to do this?

Swindoll concludes,

The stones lie in silent testimony on the ground—giving us a sense of perspective on our own lives. Reading this passage gives me the same sort of feeling I get when I walk through a great battleground or stand next to a war memorial. The sands of time erase the noise of how Stephen’s story stands as a testament, a memorial, to all people who have died in faithful service to the living Christ—and as a challenge to all of us to consider what we are willing to sacrifice in order to live for God.

It is easy to sing, “I Surrender All” in the comfort of a church pew in a free society. Will we be so willing to give our all if we are called to do so?
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